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ABSTRACT . / ‘ ’ ' .

_ In 1922,~ Otto Jesﬁg%sen hypvfhééiiéa—ihat women were
, more fluent (exhibited less hesitation in'oral expression) than men
-, * because they had smaller “and moxrg central vocabularies, consisting of

common words and combinaticns, Men's vocabularies were considered
more extensive due to the inclusion of numerous novel, technical, and
- infrequently used words.:- The purpose of this study was to tést the
validity of Jespersen's hypothesis. Twenty univefsity students, ,tén '
females and ten males, were matGhed on the basis of chronolegigal
age, socioeconomic status, and #sariables shown to influence fluency
Tevels and vocabulary. Fach sybject then described "a memorable 1life
experiénce," which was recorde .2 three~minpte tape.-Data reported
do not -support t@e'notion t women are more verbally fluent than
,mer. In addition, no sigpdific

nt difference in the nature of men and_
women?'s vocabulary was, evealgﬁi.while‘éiqgifgs tend tof;efute‘ -

Jespersen's hypothesj$, it may be possible that a dramatic change in

women's -language pafXterns.has occurrdd since tMe theory was posited,

or that a statistj€al errorffine to tie small sarPle population nay
the results. . (KS): ' e
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v - o ) ) ,
A purpose of /this conference is te\d§22l6§>stra933}es for describing

A4 -
N
-, ® .

the langugges o; American women. One- ~approach to the task of descrlblng
—

tnelr languagés would be to 'ideritify the ways in which they are both sim-

11ar to and«alrrerent from the languages used)bywAmerican men. Comparison

of women's languages with men's’would erable one to determine whether be-
¥ . v

»

haviors observed in“the languages of American women were genuine features
. / ’ M 4

/

of their languages or merely dttributes of American languages.

-~ The study reported here is a comparison of women's andmmenfs languages

’,A-”’Eluency refers to the ?flow" of‘speech ‘and is inversely related to\the

\

in nelatlon to one parameter of 1angpage behavior, speech fluency. (Speech

numbser of hesitatioms--pauses, repetitions, self-~corrections--produce

‘. N /—/ -

, ¢

/sgeaklng.) Jespersen (1922:248-249) hypothesized that women are more flu nt

(that 1s, less hesitant) than men because they have smaller and more "centra

- AN e
N :

A

vocabularies, that is, vqcabularies consisting primarily of "everyday" words-

and combiinations. Men's vécabularies, by contrast, were considered more

»
‘

N

extensive due to the inclusion of numerous novel, technlcal,.and 1nfrequently

used wprds. Thus, Jespersen (1922 252 253) reasoned by analogy that women

/ S

~*"are ‘more fluent than men in the same fashion that people exit more quickly

/
fro a church when it is almost empty than when there is a crowd at the

-

door. Women s greater speech fluency, then, a consequence of llmlted and
. §

presumably limiting vocabularles,,was thought to be- ev1denced in part by

l
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. . .
" T a "superior readiness o €éch" (Jespersen'1922:258). : ) :
) While there have been a few'attempts to compare the speech fluency .
o . b . _ : . .

of women and men, the results-have been equivocal (for example; Johnson

. 4 . .

1961:1-20). Johnson (1961) reported that on one extemporaneous speak’ing

‘ - .y * ] Ad
task women were more fluent than men while on a second such task he found
t ¢ .

.- . * -~ °

no'dlfference between the groups.

. To the best of our knowledge, thete have been no attempts to directly

I +
¢ * test.Jespersen's (1922) hypothesas. The purpose of this study was to pro- .

, " vide :UCh a test by comnarlng the rluency levels, vocabularles, and read-

iness of speech oxr20 univefsity students, 10 men ‘and 10 women. They had

beemrimatched on the bases of chronological age ( one year) and socio-eco-.
Ly ! v ! ‘v . N

: L
nomic status (parents' occupations), variables shown to influence, -speech -

rluency level (Yalrl and Clifton 1972) and vocabulary (Bernsteln 1966), re-

- \‘ spectrvely The mean age for thé female subjects was 24.3 years, for the

TR,

. . ‘male subjects 25.3 years. The majority of the subjects' parents were blue-
B . K . ‘/' 5 .
" collar workers. -+ . ' v

The protocol of the.experiment involved tape-recording each subject's -

- © N

speech ina sound -treated room. The subject ‘was seated at a table facing-

N i
’ -

a wall., The experlmenter s%t at another table behind and to. the rlght of

N : 2

\ ' the suhject in order "'to minimize cues the experimenter might have conveyed
- ‘ \

to the subjeqt.concerning hls/her performance on the task. The subject
was then given a card with the topic " A Memotable Life Experience" written
»-

. . on it and was instructed to begin speaking when ready and to continue for

’
b \

.. three minutes (experlmenter timed) {A three minute sample is long enough

a

’ .to be reliable (Johnson 1961) but not boo long so as to be difficult for

.
. ~

v

-

- L subjects to perform. ) . .
’ N i 4
Verbatim transcript$ were prepared from the, recordings as a preliminary

[l ’ .

to the fluency and vocabulary analyses. The fluency analysis involved

- i

Rl - T L
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. . i -
"reliability in the identification of hesitations produced during spontaneous . \\\

¥ e N
~ofrdifferent words spokenﬁifA small TTR would correspond to a moreghcentyal

‘speeth wag. recorded as an indfcation ,6f readiness of spee

listening to thAe recordings, marking the)loé%tion of hesitations on the
) ‘ i . , . '

transcrlpts, and computing thé percentage of words spoken-hesitatrngly in

F . ‘ ' ~

each‘sample:> The types of hesitation identified were those described by .

Maclay and Osgood | (1959) . Theé:nere four in number: (1) ;fi}led~pauses,, ‘

-
.

the iHsertion.of unt's, er's, and the 1like into the speech stream, (2) unfill-~

-~ £

ed- Dagses, unusually long sllent gaps or the nonphonehic lengthenlng of pho—

2 “

nemes; (3) ‘jépeats, repetitions of parts of words, whole-words,-end/or
N (2"

~ . o . . .‘\...Q““_; e
phrases; and 54) 'false starts, self-corrections of a phonological, syntactic, e

’

¢

.

or semantic nature. This analysis was performed by the first author whose -
N .

¢ -

¢ a

speechs is cons1dered satlsractory (Sllverman 1972) . 4 R o
-~ -\‘\ -« . . K

The(?ocabu}ary analysis cons1ste<’of oomputlng a Type Token Ratlo .

’ -

s et

{Johnson 1946) for each sample. The Type Toké&n Ratio (T@R) is thempercentage ,

. L Vo

o ! . .

vocabulary than would, a larxgé TIR since, a more extensive'vocabulary would re-
B R . . . \
sult frokf the addition of more "different! words to a nuclear, or everyday,

.

1 ..

vocabulary. ! : S . , ‘Afwm

Pad y Fy . TS ¢
v

(\ﬂkhagency,(ln‘séconds) froF presentation of the Xopi

<

K&

o

to the o;set of* *

Y v Seay
'_ All of\tne subjects were able to perform the task although several,

. c e

-

both men and women, redquired prompting'with leading-type questions in order
»

.

to continue talking the eritire three minutes. There'was' no observable dif- -

R .
- -

ference between the groups in the amount of talking. The average sample

hd A

for the men‘was 409'words, with, a range of 250 to 627 words, and for thL

"'\ \\4/

women 406 words, with' a range of 227 to 5§6 words\ There does appear to be

‘ ‘%
- W3

a d}fference, however, 1n the types of experlences descrlbed Approx1mately .
. AR , R \

one-half the experiences'related by both groups were readily classifiable.
3 .

°?

.« /

Of these,  the experience‘common to both groups was travel, with: two of the .
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f“jgi all our findings. v

S ,f"/\‘f};

men and three of the wogen descrlblng trips they had taken either within

e the Unlted States or abroad.
'/

' b N A

s

Addltlonally, four of the men related ex-

perlences*fhey‘had“ﬁ"d—wtth #&ath or extreme personal danger, and three

women talkeé*abo:} their current or fu

talked abput occqpatlons, and none of the women Eelated

v

) ing with persona

AT

danger”gr death.

/ ?he\fluency dat \;sxpresented in Table 1.

-

ture’ occupatlons. (ﬁone/gf the men

experlences deal-

H [l
]
-

’

As can be'Qbserved, the

- .
ab\ragetwoman tendeq to be more fluent relatlng her memorable llfe exXpe-

. rlencegha‘ did the verage man, although the differehce in

all ‘fluency Yevels was not statis
related measures).

TABLE 1.

t-test for

,10° women durlng an

&

-

their over-

.

[

tically significan%’(%71404;‘df=18;
. (‘ .

On the average the wpmen-tended to re-

N

The mean percenta@e offhé51tatlons‘un the

Z D
W
L]

speech of 10 men and

- « ©
'

xtemporaneous spetking task. ..

Hesitations \ Men Women -
, Fidled Pauses J 4.8 4.2
A , \
4

Repeats & 1.8 .8 N )
Y, .False Starts * ‘ 1.8 1.4 £ )
- . . 1] . h .

s . . N . » ;
Unfilled Pauses L.é 2.3 , s .
TOTAL . B P 10.2 \.8.7 ' ’
. . . "

filled pauses.

>

the men.

-
-

v

’

peat words and parts of words less often than the men and to produce fewer
- (‘«M«‘M, - "
They did, however, exhibit mgre frequent silent patisés tHan .

&

»

We wi}l pick up on this latter observation after_we have present-

e




Interestlngly, both the most fluent subject and the least fluent sub- . L

P

ject were women. The fluency range for the women was 4.8% thejr words.

¢ -

"spoken hesltatlngly to 15.5% For the men, it was '7.6% to 13, 7%. These !
[\, :

,
. s

SRt .
[ 4

t’data suggest a greater fluency range for women than me?, contrary to Jes-' ‘.-

i persends (1922:258) assertlon that “women do not._reach the same‘extreme

-~ points ds men, but are nearer the average in most respects:"
£ . ’

s R + N . . >
The ere no statistically significant differences beé;;e; groups

. v (34 . L4
S \ . s 3 \/ .
either in vocabulary-or -in readinéss of speech. e mean TTR's

_aha the men were, .64 and .63, respectively (t=1.01; df=18; t-

LY

-

‘lateg/measures). The meéan latency for the women was 17.9 séconds, for the
- \ . ‘

' . men 9.6 seconds (t=1.46; df=18; t-test fop unrelated mea ures)."Thus, the s \\

e’

(4
women's vocabularies were no more centxal than the men's, and ther€ was no \\

T <i;ndication’that the women had a sabeiiaf;(eadiness of speech. In fact, they

N

wait longer than the men.after presentation of the top1c before be-

€ have reported here are.incons{stent with Jespersen's hy-,

pothesis that women are basioally more fluent than men. Our female subjects

.

were as fluent as our male subjects rekating their memorable Iife experiences

.
-

and while doing so used vocabularies- simiTar to the men's, Furthermpre,

. .
PN 4

they tendéed both to walt 1onger before beglnnlng to speak and to exhibit .

. -

more frequent silent pauses, behayiors Jesperséen predicted would occur moxe

often in men's more thoughtful and more hesitant speech.. There are several

. possible explanations for the discrepancy between our findings and those‘that

<

- \/ : " , »
would have been predicted by Jespersen's hypothesis. First, Jefpersen’'s the-
ory may be inaccurate. To the best of our Knowledge, there ]

- of his hypothesis. Therefore, its accurdcy is qdestiooj91e.' Second, while

ave been no tests
. ° - . I}

- s —— .

S -

it may ‘have been accurate when/grop0sed in 1922, women's languages may have
] ' ("
changed sufficiently by 1975 so as’to rendéx the hypothesis currently unten-

Te
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, . able. And third,/the limited number of sﬁbjects in our study may have waused

us* to cogmit
SRR

0

b Y .
. pothesis.

t - -
~— - .

- /

. - . - . 7

t emerges here, then, is theyneed to further compare women's and men's
v . \] .

€

spegCh fluency. An enlightening appr0fch would seem to be' to observe women's

peech fluency in a variety of speaking situations. Such data ould then
> : , ¥

/.\ - ¢ - ‘e

perfiit & more vigorous evaluation of Jespersen s hypothe51s as welL as re-

sultlng in ‘a more deflnltlve descréptlon—eé—wopen s \ Speech fluency. i }'
?

<. . . - : /\\'& S ’ /

. -
.

. . ) W

"

Bernsteln;’Ba51l \\966 "Elabora;ed and restricted codes: An outllne."

h ; :
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